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sermon at the burial of the Felling victims, and whose
account of the disaster had been widely read. After his
return to London Davy received from Hodgson some
specimens of firedamp, the explosive gas found in coal
mines, and began an experimental investigation of its
properties. Within two or three weeks he had discovered
"that explosive mixtures of mine-damp will not pass through
small apertures or tubes, and that if the lamp or lanthorn
be made airtight on the sides, and furnished with apertures
to admit the air, it will not communicate flame to the out-
ward atmosphere." He found afterwards that Wollaston
and Tennant had already discovered that mixtures of air
with the gas distilled from coal would not explode in very
small tubes. But Davy investigated the phenomenon in
detail. He found that "explosions were stopped by metallic
tubes of one-fifth of an inch when they were an inch and
a half long; and this phenomenon probably depends upon
the heat lost during the explosion in contact with so great
a cooling surface, which brings the temperature of the first
portions exploded below that required for the firing of the
other portions/'
As in his best researches, Davy described his discoveries
with remarkable elegance. The combination of novel facts
with powerful description easily explains the profound
impression made by Davy on his contemporaries.
After determining for himself the behaviour of fire-damp
in fine tubes, he showed that explosions would not pass
through wire gauze. The recognition that wire gauze con-
sists of a very large number of very short fine parallel tubes
is an excellent example of his power of scientific generaliza-
tion. By January nth, 1816, after three months of
research, he had devised the safe-lamp in which the flame
is surrounded by wire gauze, through which the fire-damp
can pass from the outer atmosphere to the flame. He had
shown that the fire-damp could burn inside the gauze-
cylinder with a bright light and raise the gauze to a red heat
without causing an explosion in the inflammable atmosphere
surrounding the lamp. Thus his lamp would burn safely
in an inflammable atmosphere of air and fire-damp, and